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Executive Summary 

 

After reviewing the Report of the 2014 Override Study Committee and the detailed financial 

information provided by the current Town and School administrations, the 2017 Override Study 

Committee has made the following findings and makes the following recommendations: 

 

 There have been no significant changes financial or operational practices by the Town or 

Schools since the 2014 OSC concluded that both were being run efficiently. 

 Both tax and non-tax sources should be identified to support high quality school and town 

services. 

 School enrollment growth has been well documented and is the driving factor in 

determining the need for additional revenue and school space. 

 In order to meet the needs for school classroom expansion, a debt exclusion ballot 

question for BHS expansion should be placed before the voters in May 2018. 

 In order to meet the needs for school expansion and operations as well as the town’s 

deferred service needs and facilities repair and maintenance, additional revenues must be 

raised. 

 The 2017 OSC recommends that there should be a three-year operating override ballot 

question placed before the voters in May 2018.  The ballot question should be tiered in 

two parts:   

1. A Base Question addressing the school enrollment needs and deferred 

maintenance of public buildings 

2. A Top Question addressing needs for deferred services and equipment  

 

The committee’s full report follows. 

 

 

  



 2 

Introduction 

 

On October 3, 2017, the Brookline Select Board appointed an Override Study Committee (OSC) 

following the adoption of the following charge for the committee on September 5, 2017: 

 

The Board of Selectmen shall establish a 2017 Override Study Committee (OSC) to 

determine whether an operating tax override of Proposition 2½ shall be recommended to 

support the Town’s FY 2019 Budget.  The recommendation shall detail the amount of 

any override, its allocation and for how long its intended support until consideration of 

the next tax override. The OSC shall be a temporary committee consisting of 7 or 9 

members. The OSC shall include a member of the Board of Selectmen, a member of the 

School Committee, and a member of the Advisory Committee.  The remaining members 

shall be appointed in a manner to balance the various interests of the community. The 

Town Administrator and the Superintendent of Schools and their respective staff shall 

participate in the OSC process but shall not be members of the Committee.  

 

The 2017 Override Study Committee (OSC) shall build upon the strong foundation 

provided by the 2014 Override Study Committee, the Efficiency Initiative Committee 

(2009), the Facilities Master Plan for the Schools (2008/2010), and the findings and 

recommendations of the Brookline School Enrollment and Capacity Exploration (B-

SPACE) committee (2013). The 2017 OSC shall complete the following tasks in 

connection with this Charge: 

1. Utilizing the Town’s long-range forecast and budget projections, determine the 

structural budget gap for Fiscal Year 2019 and beyond; 

2. Examine school enrollment projections and costs associated with enrollment 

growth including operational costs associated with the expanded Devotion 

School, High School and new 9th Elementary School.  

3. Assess the adoption and implementation of the efficiencies and best practices 

identified by prior override study and efficiency committees; 

4. Examine potential non-override revenue sources, including costs, feasibility, 

potential savings and other impacts of potential adoption and implementation; 

5. Benchmark Town and School programs, expenditures and revenues with 

comparable municipalities; 

6. Compile data that shows the impact that increased taxes and fees will have on 

taxpayer and residents; 

7. With input from the Town Administrator and School Superintendent, prioritize 

programs or other expenditures for funding. 

8. Analyze the impact to Town and School programs of failure of its 

recommendations. 
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The 2017 OSC shall submit a detailed written report of its findings and recommendations 

no later than February 9, 2018.  As the Board of Selectmen determines, the Committee 

shall remain in place and participate in public forums to communicate its report and 

recommendations. 

 

The Select Board appointed the following eight Brookline residents to the 2017 Override Study 

Committee: 

 

● Cliff Brown, Member of the Advisory Committee (Resigned January 6, 2018) 

● Betsy DeWitt 

● Meggan Levene 

● Joseph LiPuma (Resigned November 5, 2017) 

● Harold Petersen 

● Jeff Rudolph 

● Michael Sandman, Member of the Advisory Committee (Appointed January 23, 2018 to 

Replace Cliff Brown) 

● Charles Terrell (Resigned January 10, 2018) 

 

In addition to the above residents, the following three individuals served as ex-officio, non-

voting members of the committee: 

 

● Heather Hamilton, Member of the Select Board and Co-Chair 

● Ben Franco, Member of the Select Board and Co-Chair 

● Julie Schreiner-Oldham, Member of the School Committee 

 

Meetings 

 

The 2017 OSC met a total of 11 times during 2017 and 2018 and invited affected and interested 

parties to its full committee and subcommittee meetings to help it carry out its charge and in 

order to hear personal and expert testimony. The committee also met countless times as 

subcommittees. A complete list of meeting dates can be found in Appendix A at the conclusion 

of the report. For a complete record of the committee’s process, of the documents and 

information the committee reviewed, and to learn what was discussed at individual meetings, 

please refer to the committee’s webpage (http://brooklinema.gov/1104/Override-Study-

Committee). 

 

Organization 

 

The 2017 OSC organized itself into three subcommittees to divide the work of the committee 

more evenly, and to allow for a timely and thorough review of the matters that came before it. 

http://brooklinema.gov/1104/Override-Study-Committee
http://brooklinema.gov/1104/Override-Study-Committee
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The Override Study Committee organized a municipal, school populations and capital, and 

school programs subcommittee. The membership of each subcommittee can be found in 

Appendix B at the conclusion of this report. 

 

Fact Base 

 

The OSC conducted its work in a cordial and constructive manner. There was general awareness 

and conclusion that: 

 

● Brookline as a town desires to provide the resources necessary to support a high-quality 

education for students enrolled in the Public Schools of Brookline. Education is the 

Brookline brand, and the community understands that many are drawn to town by the 

availability of a high quality public education. 

● Assuming existing School Department policies continue, the School Department would 

be unable to continue educating its enrolled student population with its scheduled FY19 

appropriation of $111.37 million.  

● During the 2016-2017 School Year 7,417 students were enrolled in the Brookline Public 

Schools. 

● The Schools’ need for additional operating resources is primarily the result of enrollment 

growth.  

● The number of children enrolled in the Public Schools of Brookline has steadily 

increased during the last decade. Between 2004 and 2018 school enrollment has 

increased by 29% (1,692 students). This large enrollment increase has significantly 

stressed the capital and operating resources of the Town and Schools. 

● The Town of Brookline has redirected significant municipal financial resources to the 

School Department since enrollment began to steadily increase in 2007 to help minimize 

and delay request to the tax base for operating overrides. 

● Town departments have delayed or forgone equipment and services in order to provide 

financial resources to the School Department beyond those allocated through the Town 

School Partnership formula. 

● On the whole, the quality of municipal services remains high, however targeted 

investments in municipal services are necessary to maintain the level of quality services 

the taxpayers expect. 

● Since the last Override Study Committee in 2014 no significant programmatic expansion 

has taken place, therefore the 2014 Override Study Committee’s observation that there is 

no “fat” or waste in the Town and School’s budget remains true. 

 

Recommendations 
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Given the identified fact base, and based on the information it was presented and it reviewed, the 

OSC voted to make the following recommendations: 

 

Recommendation I: It is the opinion of the 2017 Override Study Committee that no significant 

changes have occurred in the budget management strategies of the Town or Schools since the 

2014 committee conducted its examination, and that no significant programmatic expansion has 

taken place. Therefore, none of the factors that led to the 2014 Committee’s conclusion that the 

Town and Schools are run efficiently have changed, and the 2017 committee did not revisit 

discussion of this point. Recommendation I passed by a vote of 5-0. 

 

Recommendation II: After reviewing the Public Schools of Brookline and Town of Brookline 

current overall financial situation, the Override Study Committee (OSC) recommends that the 

Select Board place an operating override on the May 2018 ballot. Recommendation II passed by 

a vote of 5-0. 

 

Recommendation III: The Override Study Committee favors a tier of operating override ballot 

questions to cover Fiscal Years 19, 20, and 21, and recommends the Select Board place such a 

question on the ballot in May, 2018. Recommendation III passed by a vote of 4-1. 

 

Recommendation IV:  The Override Study Committee believes the additional revenue required 

to fund high quality town and school services should be derived from tax and non-tax sources. 

Recommendation IV passed by a vote of 5-0. 

 

Recommendation V: The Override Study Committee recommends two “packages” be the 

choices presented to the voters under the tiered operating override scenario previously 

recommended. Recommendation V passed by a vote of 5-0. 

 

Recommendation VI: Since the dramatic increase in growth began in 2006, funds have been 

redirected from the municipal budget to the schools’ budget in excess of the amount prescribed 

by the revenue sharing formula previously agreed to by the town and schools (the Town-School 

Partnership). Because of the need to "redirect" funds to the School Department to deal with 

enrollment growth, the Town has not had the funds available to strategically invest in new 

technology and equipment, and expand services to meet population shifts and demands. The 

Override Study Committee supports the inclusion of a limited number of Town Department’s 

requests in the questions that will be put before the voters. Recommendation VI passed by a vote 

of 4-1.   

 

Recommendation VII: The enrollment growth the Brookline Public Schools have experienced 

is expected to necessitate the expansion of Brookline High School’s footprint to provide the 

classroom and community space necessary to accommodate larger class sizes.  
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Several members of the OSC attended the High School Building Committee meetings and 

presentations were made by senior staff regarding general plans for the HS expansion. However, 

the details of the project’s cost and building plans were not reviewed by the OSC nor was such a 

review part of the charge of the committee. However, the committee was convinced that the high 

school renovation and expansion project is necessary and supports a debt exclusion question on 

the May, 2018 ballot. Recommendation VII passed by a vote of 5-0. 

 

Recommendation VIII: The enrollment growth the Brookline Public Schools have experienced 

during the last decade have necessitated a dramatic increase in its operating budget. The 2018 

override would be the third operating override put before Brookline’s voters within a decade 

(2008, 2015, 2018). Continual requests to the voters, while understandable and to this point 

justified, must be one component of a multi-pronged strategy to fund the necessary expansion of 

the Public Schools’ operating budget. In addition to requests to exceed the levy increase limit 

imposed by Proposition 2 1/2, the schools must also continue to implement efficiencies and raise 

revenues. Recommendation VIII passed by a vote of 5-0. 

 

Recommendation IX: Brookline is experiencing a long-term mismatch between expenses and 

revenue. The School budget pressure that Brookline has experienced in recent memory is a 

symptom of a larger problem that Brookline, and similarly positioned Massachusetts cities and 

towns, needs to respond to holistically. In brief, the expenses necessary to operate local 

government are increasing faster than combined tax and non-tax revenue. Put bluntly, this 

structural deficit has been recognized in prior Override Study Committee reports and the Town 

has implemented a number of strategies. Despite the Town’s best efforts including strategies to 

enhance the commercial tax base, the structural deficit remains.  Further study to update 

strategies to reduce or eliminate the structural deficit is necessary, and the elected leadership of 

the town is urged to tackle this question either by appointing a committee tasked with studying 

this question or through the acquisition of consultant support. Recommendation IV passed by a 

vote of 5-0. 

 

The balance of this report describes the work of the OSC and explains the discussions that led to 

the committee’s conclusions. The report contains a summary of findings and describes the 

analysis and conclusions that support the OSC’s recommendations for how the current school 

department deficit should be eliminated, the need for additional financial resources in the 

municipal budget, and the programmatic needs of the schools. The report briefly also suggests 

several steps the Town and Schools should take to generate additional funds (through 

efficiencies and revenue raising measures) that could minimize the need to return to the voters in 

the future. 
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In several instances the Override Study Committee was guided by comparisons to “peer” 

communities. The communities that served as comparisons are those the Town and Schools have 

historically used, and are listed elsewhere in the report.  

 

In carrying out its work the Override Study Committee was cognizant of the hardship an increase 

in property taxes that results from an override may have on some Brookline residents. The OSC 

approached its recommendation that the voters be asked to approve a tax increase with care, and 

awareness of the potential hardship a tax increase could cause served as partial motivation for the 

pyramid structure the committee has recommended. 

 

The funds the Town has “redirected” to the School Department have been a combination of 

revenues: higher than expected state aid and one-time payments; and funds generated by 

efficiencies: delaying the replacement of vehicles & equipment and health insurance costs lower 

than budgeted.  
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Enrollment Growth 

  

Despite the 2015 Budget Override efforts the Public Schools of Brookline (PSB) continue to 

experience budget pressures due to continued increases in enrollment, rising special education 

costs, teacher salaries moving through step progressions, and collective bargaining.  Enrollment 

pressures have an additional impact on capital, as the schools no longer have the physical 

capacity (from both a K-8 and high school standpoint) to keep up with the rising student 

population.  Since the 2003-2004 school year, the schools have added 1692 students into the 

system, a rise of 29%.  This trend is projected to continue through the 2021-2022 school year 

when taking currently approved/in progress housing projects into account.  Given this trend, both 

operating and capital costs are increasing.  

  

Current Enrollment 

  

Basic economic supply and demand principles continue to be the primary issues facing the PSB - 

with supply being the space available for students as well as school employees, and demand 

being the rising student enrollment numbers.  In a steady state scenario, assuming no net 

additions or withdrawals from the entering kindergarten to the graduating class, 

the number of students entering the system will be offset by equal numbers of students exiting 

the system.  This however has not been the case as can be seen by the following data: 

 

Figure 1. Enrollment Growth, 2004 to 2018 

 

 



 9 

Figure 2. School Enrollment by Year, 20104 to 2018 

 (Data from the 2017 Preliminary Enrollment Projection Public School of Brookline 12/22/2017) 

  

The red line in the graph above shows this continued increase as a percentage.  In the scenario 

where students could only enter the system as incoming kindergartners and exit the system as 

graduating 12th graders, if every year the incoming kindergarten class matched the outgoing 

graduating 12th grade class the red line would be flat at 0% every year.  Since the 2003-2004 

school year, the PSB have added 1692 students into the system, a rise of 29%.  On average, there 

were 550 to 600 students in each incoming kindergarten class from FY 2006 onwards.  Prior to 

that year, incoming classes averaged 400 to 425 students.  During the same period, the School 

Committee embarked on a long-term policy of creating equity across all eight K-8 schools, 

which required allocating additional resources to schools that had previously been less well 

supported.  Thus, the revenues available to the School were stretched by a change in policy and 

(more importantly) by a change in enrollment levels.  Data for 2016-2017 shows a drop in 

kindergarten enrollment.  The Schools’ analysis is that kindergarten enrollment declined partly 

because some children born late in the year and who would have gone to Devotion were held out 

by their parents while Devotion was being renovated.  In addition, a significant number of rental 

apartments in Hancock Village were taken off the market while they were being renovated.  
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However, for the 2017-18 School Year, kindergarten enrollment numbers are back over 600 

students. 

  

From a supply side the schools are currently limited by a number of factors, including target 

class size in students, physical classroom sizes, a targeted lunch time period, and physical shared 

spaces.  The School Committee has set a policy for a target class size of 21 students/class in the 

Brookline K-8 based on research studies.   Class size at BHS is targeted for 18-20 students for 

standard level classes, 25 for honor classes, 24 for science classes (due to physical lab space 

restrictions), and 27-28 for advanced classes.  The PSB K-8 school have approximately 239,252 

square feet of classrooms currently spread across eight elementary schools.  The School 

Committee has targeted no more than three lunch periods during the school day between 11:30 

A.M. and 1:00 P.M., however all cafeteria, gymnasium, library, nurse offices, and other 

community spaces across the eight K-8 schools remain almost unchanged from ten years ago. 

 

Figure 3. Enrollment and Operational Impacts By School 

 
(Data from the 2017 Preliminary Enrollment Projection Public School of Brookline 12/22/2017) 

 

Table Columns 

 Enrollment: Total enrolled students as of 10/6/2017 

 Classroom Sq.Ft.: Total square feet of classrooms as measured by PSB 

 # Classes: The sum of all K,1,2,...,8 classes in that school 

 Classes With >21 Students: Number of classes that have more than 21 students as a 

percentage of all classes in that school 

 Avg Students/Class: Number of students per class if all students in that school were split 

across all available classrooms (43 sq.ft./student is the MSBA recommendation) 

 Avg Class Sq.Ft./Student: All classroom space in a school divided by number of students 

 Cafeteria Seats: Max number of seats in the cafeteria as set by Fire Code 

 Lunch Periods Needed If Using All Cafeteria Seats: Number of lunch periods needed if 

all cafeteria seats were filled each lunch period 
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 # Lunch Periods Today: Number of lunch periods today 

 1st Lunch Start: Time when the first lunch starts 

 Last Lunch End: Time when last lunch ends 

 Time Per Lunch Period (m): Time in minutes of a lunch period (purely based on end 

times minus start times divided by number of lunch periods) 

 

Notes 

 Classroom sizes vary, sizes above are total for a school.  Some rooms will be bigger, 

some will be smaller 

 Shared gym and other spaces are not included, but could have a similar impact like 

cafeteria space 

 43 sq.ft. of classroom space/student is the MSBA recommendation 

 Max number of seats in the cafeteria is set by the Brookline Fire Department/Fire Code 

  

The above table shows that on average the PSB elementary schools are at capacity for number of 

students per classroom, and have already exceeded the targeted bounds for number of lunches 

and overall lunchtime window at all schools.  Note that the above is already factoring in 

contributions from expand in place additions that started in 2008 including: 

 6 classrooms built at Heath and cafeteria expanded 

 4 classrooms built at Lawrence 

 2 modular classrooms added at Baker 

 11 BEEP classes moved out of K-8 buildings into leased commercial space 

 4 classrooms in leased commercial space for Pierce 

 1 gymnasium and 1 small gymnasium space at Brookline Teen Center 

 1 brand new school will be built at Devotion to add 12 classrooms 

 4 classroom conversions from existing spaces in FY'18 

o Driscoll fourth section of Grade 3 

o Lawrence fourth section of Grade 6 

o Pierce fifth section of Grade 4 

o Devotion fifth section of Grade 6 

 

These final four conversions are likely the last classroom spaces available without leasing new 

space.  More than fifty staff members have been moved out of BHS into leased space to make 

room for students, as well as the Help Desk and Educational Technology groups.  

  

Note that the average data values shown above are just that - each classroom and each school has 

a different number of actual students and student capacity.  The PSB work to try and balance out 

the enrollment across the eight schools based on where students live with a goal of having 

students live as close to their school as possible, but even with the use of buffer zones that allow 

administrators to potentially shift around enrolling students, in practice with 5482 students it is 
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impossible to balance everything out perfectly.  The high school currently has 2,065 students 

enrolled.  Based on a maximum capacity of 2150 and a desired “built for 95% utilization” BHS 

is currently at capacity. 

  

Figure 4. Enrollments in the K-8 Public School of Brookline By Section 

 
(Data from the Public School of Brookline 10/6/2017) 

 

Future Enrollment 

  

Projecting enrollment into the future is an inexact science at best.  The school employs a birth to 

cohort survival rate using progression rates that are recalculated each year.  Current kindergarten 

enrollment rates are compared to birth rates of mothers living in Brookline.  In addition, the 

schools look at many other studies and methodologies to vet their models, including studying 

housing capacity (how many students live in what types of housing), third party evaluations such 

as MGT of America (an educational consulting firm), and their own models year to year.  New 

construction projects are considered in the modeling (PSB considers projects that have at least 

pulled permits to begin the construction process) and non-resident students have also been added 

(an average of 20 METCO and 20 Materials Fee) to the kindergarten enrollment projections for 

FY’19.  Keep in mind that some 12th grade METCO and Material Fee students will graduate this 

May - the projections do not include an overall increase in METCO (set at 300) and Material Fee 

(under 200) students. 

  

The following graphs show the enrollment projections out to School Year 2027-2028, starting 

with total enrollment, followed by just K-8 enrollment, followed by just BHS enrollment: 
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Figure 5. Total Enrollment in PSB 1977 to 2027 (Projected) 

 

Blue: Actual, Orange: Projected without new development, Green: projection with new 

Development, x-axis is School Year, y-axis is number of students  

 Projections do not include: condo/t-zone conversions or students displaced by the current 

Hancock Village unit renovations.   

 “Expand in Place” represents the capacity increases resulting in the work done since 2008 

enumerated above 
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Figure 6. Elementary Enrollment in PSB 1977 to 2027 (Projected) 

 

Blue: Actual, Orange: Projected without new development, Green: projection with new 

Development, x-axis is School Year, y-axis is number of students  

 Projections do not include: condo/t-zone conversions or students displaced by the current 

Hancock Village unit renovations.   

 “Expand in Place” represents the capacity increases resulting in the work done since 2008 

enumerated above 
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 Figure 7. High School Enrollment in PSB 1977 to 2027 (Projected) 

 

Blue: Actual, Orange: Projected without new development, Green: projection with new 

Development, x-axis is School Year, y-axis is number of students  

 Projections do not include: condo/t-zone conversions or students displaced by the current 

Hancock Village unit renovations.   

 “Expand in Place” represents the capacity increases resulting in the work done since 2008 

enumerated above 

 Notice the high enrollment growth from the elementary schools starting in School Year 

2008-2009 starting to greatly increase BHS enrollment in School Year 2014-2015 

 The “Future 95% Utilization Capacity adding new building” line refers to the current 

BHS expansion plans that would increase the total capacity of BHS to 2700, resulting in a 

2565 95% utilization capacity, an increase of 500 students from current enrollment. 

 

In conclusion, as stated above, the fact remains that enrollment continues to increase showing no 

signs of reversing. 

  

Ratios of Faculty to Students 

 

Tax revenue increases at 3.0 to 3.5% a year depending on the amount of new growth.  That 

revenue is split between the Town’s operating budget and the Schools.  As enrollment rose 

during the 2000’s, a gap developed between the amount of revenue available to the Schools and 

the costs of maintaining the ratio of students to professional staff.  The School Committee opted 

to maintain the ratio of students to classroom teachers, and it reduced the ratio of students to 

other professionals, including nurses, ELL teachers, and guidance staff.   
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The 2015 override included funds to bring those ratios back up to the levels identified as 

appropriate by the School Committee.  For the 2015-16 school year, the Schools added non-

classroom professional staff and restored the student-to-professional ratios for the services that 

had seen an adverse change in ratio.   

 

Now, in 2018, the sea level increase that the Schools are facing has moved further up the beach, 

as each incoming class of kindergarten students exceeds the graduating class of high school 

seniors by 175 to 200 students (excepting FY18, as noted above).  It is clear that the enrollment 

increases projected for the next few years will require more classroom teachers.   

 

In addition, the Schools will not be able to maintain the desired ratios of students to non-

classroom professionals unless funding for both classroom staff and non-classroom professionals 

is provided in an FY 2019-21 override.   

 

One important question is whether the ratios adopted by the School Committee are 

appropriate.  For example, the National Association of School Nurses recommended the 

following ratios in 2011: 

 

Figure 8. Suggested Ratios By Population Type 

School Population 
Recommended 

Ratio 

Healthy school populations 1:750 

Student populations requiring daily professional nursing services 1:225 

Student populations with complex healthcare needs 1:125 

Individual students requiring daily, continuous professional nursing services 1:1 

 

Several states recommend overall ratios of 1:750, and that ratio was included in Healthy People 

2020 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [USDHHS], 2014a).  As a practical 

matter, the NASN estimates that one in four children today come to school with some sort of 

chronic medical condition, and the Association contends that the 1:750 standard is not 

appropriate for a typical student population. 

 

Instead of a fixed ratio, NASN recommends an assessment of each district’s population based on 

the following: 

 

 Health behaviors, health condition and disease prevalence, immunization levels; 

 Socioeconomic status, employment, education level; 

 Housing status, food security, transportation access; 

 Social and cultural supports and influences, discrimination; 

 Access to healthcare, health insurance, and social services; 

 Environmental stresses; and 

 Language and communication barriers. 
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In essence, Brookline follows this guideline. The actual ratio of ~ 1:450 for medical services 

staff is based on the Mass Dept. of Public Health's recommended ratio of 1:500 1, plus an 

adjustment upwards for the number of medically involved students and their needs be they in a 

range of medication administration, diabetes management, or more involved medical supports. 

 

Brookline’s actual and (notional) future ratios of students to nurses are: 

 

Figure 9. Ratios in Brookline FY16 to FY21 (Projected) 

Budget Year FY16 FY17 FY18 FY 21 

Medical Services FTEs 15.06 15.06 16.76 17.2 

(derived) 

Total enrollment (01/2017 

report) 

7411 7417 7526 

(12/31/17) 

7740 

(proj.) 

Nurse to student ratio 1:492 1:492 1:447 1:450 

(proj.) 

 

Considering that Brookline’s approximately 10 percent of Brookline’s students have IEPs and 

another group have Section 504 eligibility, a ratio of 1:750 is not appropriate.  The 1:450 ratio 

Brookline uses seems reasonable, give the State’s 1:500 baseline recommendation and the fact 

that an adjustment has been made by considering the actual mix of students in the district and 

their medical needs. 

 

A similar table could be constructed for other non-classroom professionals, including ELL 

instructors and guidance counselors.  In each case, the Override Study Committee does not have 

a point of view on what the appropriate ratios are. But in general, each FTE adds about $80,000 

to the budget (when benefits are included).  The cost of retaining the nursing, guidance and ELL 

specialist ratios at their FY18 levels are summarized below: 

 

Figure 10. Cost of Maintaining Current Ratios 

Program FY18 ratio FY18 FTEs FY21 FTEs (est.) 

Medical Services 1:447 16.76 17.2 

Guidance 1:218 34.3 35.5 

ELL 1:252 29.7 30.7 

Incremental cost vs. FY 18 per PSB $204,080 $204,080 $212,242 

 

Additional Staff Needs Due to Capital Growth 

 

Adding supply in the form of opening new schools comes with additional costs both in personnel 

and non-personnel categories.  The Public Schools of Brookline have put together the following 

estimates to give some idea of that those costs would be:  

                                                
1 See http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/gov/departments/dph/programs/community-health/primarycare-
healthaccess/school-health/ 
 

http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/gov/departments/dph/programs/community-health/primarycare-healthaccess/school-health/
http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/gov/departments/dph/programs/community-health/primarycare-healthaccess/school-health/
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Figure 11. Staff Necessary Due to Enrollment Growth 

 

Special Education Program 

 

Special Education (Students with Disabilities or “SWD”) students are those with Individual 

Education Plans (IEPs).  A student is eligible for an IEP when he or she requires “specially 

designed instruction” in order to access the curriculum.  Brookline is responsible for the 

education of children with IEPs from age 3 to age 22. 

 

Section 504 accommodation refers to the federal Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the precursor of the 

ADA.  Section 504 students do not need special instruction to access the curriculum.  The 

accommodations are often small changes that might include sitting up front near the teacher, 

taking frequent breaks, or extra time on tests.  The additional costs for Section 504 students may 

be modest or even minimal if the only requirement is a change in that student’s classroom 

routine, but costs for some types of assistance are substantial.  Future budgets will break out 

Section 504 costs as a separate program. 

  

Section 504 students may be eligible for free transportation even when they live close to school, 

depending on their particular disability.     
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The Special Education and 504 Accommodation programs are administered by the Office of 

Student Services.  The office is headed by a Deputy Superintendent of Student Services and in 

FY18 it included a total of 3.35 FTEs at a cost of $340,069.   

 

The FY18 special education budget includes a total of 358.9 FTEs at a cost of $27,621,601, so 

the total budget for special education in FY18 was $27,991,670 not including the cost of 

benefits, or about a quarter of the total amount allocated to PSB by Town Meeting.  The cost of 

benefits, which is included in the Town operating budget dollar, add approximately $10,980 per 

FTE, or an additional $3,978,000 (approx.) to the cost of special education. 

 

PSB’s budget projections assume that the number of students with IEPs and 504 accommodation 

requirements will increase in synch with the overall increase in enrollment.  Looking forward 

three years, PSB does not anticipate adding SWD staff beyond a proportional increment due to 

enrollment increases.  The cost increases associated with SWD for FY19 through FY 21 are 

related to increases in pay as staff members move up through steps and lanes, and to increases in 

paraprofessional pay that were included in the 2017 labor contract and were widely supported by 

Brookline residents. 

 

One of the commonly heard statements about the population of SWD students is that families 

move here in disproportionate number to take advantage of Brookline’s excellent programs.  In 

actuality, the percentage of SWD students in Brookline is in keeping with state-wide averages 

and with peer communities.  It is true, however, that Brookline’s proximity to the Longwood 

Medical Area attracts families whose children have medical needs.  Those children may be more 

expensive to support in school, but Brookline is not a “magnet” for parents with special needs. 

 

Another commonly heard statement is that the number of SWD students in METCO is 

disproportionate, and that Brookline bears a high cost.  Brookline does pay for in-district costs of 

METCO students, but the out of district costs of students are covered by the school districts in 

which they reside, not by the host community.   (This applies to both Materials Fee and METCO 

students.) 

 

Out-of-district tuition 

 

Currently approximately 60 students are placed out of district in programs for which Brookline 

pays tuition costs.  Over the last several years, Brookline has added in-district programs in a 

concerted effort to reduce the number of Special Ed students that are placed out of district.  In 

2016, the Advisory Committee estimated that the net savings from this initiative was 

approximately $1 million per year.  Those savings continue annually, but the effort has achieved 

as much of a reduction as is likely to occur.  We do not anticipate further reductions in out of 

district placements, and in fact enrollment growth may result in a slight increase.  Tuitions for 

out-of-district placement are projected to rise by 5% each year. 

 

PSB’s administration has been working to identify redundancies in the SWD program.  For 

example, there may be similar programs in more than one school that could be combined.  In 

response, some slots have been combined, thereby freeing a SWD staff member to pick up 

another assignment.  This process is described in detail on Page 118 of the FY18 PSB 
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budget.  The process and related efforts at rationalizing the delivery of SWD is likely to be a 

factor in keeping the total number of FTEs at FY 18 levels in FY19. 

 

METCO & Materials Fee Program  

 

METCO 

 

The School Committee recently reaffirmed its commitment to hosting a total of 300 METCO 

students.  The circumstances around METCO have not changed substantially since the 2014 

OSC report, but we believe it is important to provide a clear picture of the program’s costs, both 

in the aggregate and for typical residential taxpayers.  The same imperative applies to explaining 

the cost of the Materials Fee program. 

 

The School Committee’s position is that those METCO students are important not just because 

of the educational value offered to Boston students, but also because it significantly increases 

diversity in Brookline’s schools.  Beyond that, the OSC would view any reduction in METCO as 

being not just educationally but also socially unacceptable. 

  

METCO (Metropolitan Council for Educational Opportunity) brings a total of 300 students to 

Brookline from Boston.  METCO enrollment has remained static while enrollment has grown, so 

some classrooms do not include a METCO student.  The METCO program was initiated in 1966 

in response to de facto school segregation in Boston.  Brookline was one of seven communities 

to join the program at its inception.  Currently there are 33 participating school districts in the 

greater Boston area, and another four districts in the Connecticut River valley region accept 

students from Springfield.  In FY 2016, state data showed that 3262 students were enrolled 

statewide, including 112 in Western Mass., so Brookline accepts slightly less than 10% of the 

total number of Boston students who are in the METCO program.  

 

State data for FY 18 shows that Brookline received $1,509,872 in grants and reimbursements for 

METCO including $315,884 for transportation, leaving $1,193,998 to offset the direct costs of 

education, or $3,980 per student.  This level of reimbursement is far below the $15,000 “long 

term incremental cost per student” estimated by the 2014 Override Study Committee.  One could 

re-work or challenge that number, but given the rigorous effort the 2014 OSC made we have 

used it in our calculations.   

 

It is important to note that state grants for METCO students are less than 40% of the amount the 

state provides to cover the tuition of Boston students who attend a charter school.  Those 

reimbursements are governed by the School Choice law. 

 

METCO’s agreement with Brookline provides that Brookline can accept students on a space-

available basis.  PSB’s administration states that METCO students are not assigned to 

classrooms that have more than the target number of students for a particular grade level.  There 

are 300 K-12 classroom seats in Brookline occupied by METCO students.   

 

Materials Fee 

 



 21 

The Materials Fee program began in 1987-88 (FY88).  The program accepts the children of non-

resident PSB employees and, depending on space availability, the children of non-resident Town 

employees.  Parents are charged an annual fee of $2,888 and amount that equals 19.25% of the 

long term incremental cost of education (per the 2014 OSC report).  Tuition has been raised by 

3% each year.  The total number of materials fee students is shown below: 

 

Figure 12. Recent History of the Materials Fee Program 

FY 
Number of 

Applicants 

Number 

Accepted 

% 

Accepted 

# in 

K-8 

# in 

BHS 

Total # 

Enrolled 

School 

Staff 

Town 

Staff 

13 28 28 100% 136 32 168 130 38 

14 29 26 100% 144 34 178 138 40 

15 37 33 100% 162 40 202 154 48 

16 35 21 60% 146 46 192 154 38 

17 31 15 49% 133 49 182 148 34 

18 54 38 71%* 151 51 202 167 35 

* Ten applicants withdrew; 6 were denied entry 

Source: PSB data 

 

The assumption behind the Materials Fee program is that parents employed by PSB or in Town 

hall would prefer to have their children educated near where they work, and that the program is 

an attractive fringe benefit that improved Brookline’s ability to recruit highly qualified 

employees.  Nonetheless, at the current tuition level, the net cost of educating each child adds 

more than $12,000 to the effective cost of employing of non-resident staff whose children attend 

Brookline schools, assuming one child per employee.  An employee with two children is 

receiving a benefit of ~ $24,000. 

 

As with METCO, PSB states that students are assigned to classrooms in a way that minimizes 

the impact on target class sizes. 

 

Cost Summary 

 

The following table summarizes the net incremental cost per student in dollars and as a 

percentage of the FY18 tax levy.  If in fact METCO and Materials-Fee students are only 

assigned to classrooms where there is available space, then the incremental cost is far less than 

this. 

 

Figure 13. Cost of METCO Program 
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Note that the out-of district special needs costs associated with METCO and Materials Fee 

students are covered by the school districts in which they reside, not by the host community.  In-

district program costs are covered by Brookline. 

 

Non-resident International Students 

 

The Schools host approximately 65 international students each year, most of whom are 

residents.  A small number remain non-residents and pay tuition at a level that approximates the 

actual average cost per student. 
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Budget Landscape 

 

Context 

 

An accounting of the total expenditure of public resources and receipt of public dollars in the 

Town of Brookline can be found in two financial documents - the Town’s Financial Plan and the 

School Budget. The Town’s Financial Plan details the short- and long-term financial plans of 

Brookline’s municipal government, including the expenditure of operating and capital funds. The 

School Budget details the operations of the school, and provides information about personnel and 

programmatic. Again, to get a full picture of public expenditures and revenues in the town one 

must read both documents.  

 

The need to consult two “budgets” is a quirk of the structure of town government in 

Massachusetts. Towns and schools operate in parallel without overlapping legal jurisdiction. The 

School Committee - the group of elected residents that have local legal oversight of the system - 

has no authority over Town expenditures, and the Select Board - the chief elected officers of 

Brookline’s municipal government - lack jurisdiction over school expenditures. The one 

exception is Town Meeting - the legislative branch of municipal government in Brookline - has 

overall appropriation authority over the School Department but lacks line item authority. 

Practically, Town Meeting is responsible for giving the School Committee the amount of money 

necessary to run the schools, but cannot prescribe the particulars of how those funds are spent or 

obligated. 

 

Town School Partnership 

 

In May, 1995 the Town Administrator and the Superintendent of Schools, after consultation with 

their respective elected boards, signed a Memorandum of Understanding that established 

guidelines that result in an “equitable” and “understandable” division of financial resources 

based on experience and cost allocation. The Partnership uses a formula that essentially splits 

increases (or decreases) in revenue and then makes adjustments to account for unique or 

extraordinary expenses. In recent memory, “unique or extraordinary expenses” have included the 

rapid increase in school enrollment and steep increase in special education costs. The practical 

result of these adjustments has for the last decade been to shift financial resources to the School 

Department from the Town that during “normal” times would have been used to fund 

investments via the municipal budget.  

 

Budget Pressures 

 

The School Department’s preliminary FY19 budget projects a deficit of $6.23 million dollars and 

increasing deficits in the out years. Despite extraordinary School Department budget growth, the 



 24 

Town has been able to present balanced budgets for the last decade using its share of the existing 

tax levy, non-tax revenue raising measures, and efficiencies plus Proposition 2 ½ overrides. 

Several factors have contributed to the schools’ projected deficits the most pressing of which is 

enrollment growth. The municipal budget has been subject to many of the same pressures as 

have plagued the schools. Many of the school and town budget drivers have been previously 

identified and efforts have been underway to actively monitor and manage their impact. The 

most pressing of the factors follow: 

 

● Enrollment growth  

● Declining state aid  

● Rising health insurance costs, especially the 83 percent/17 percent premium split between 

the Town/Schools and employees   

● Long-term Mismatch Between Expenses and Revenues 

 

Budget Management Strategies 

 

The Town and Schools have actively managed their respective budgets. An in-depth accounting, 

and review, of the various strategies and efforts that have been undertaken was conducted by the 

2014 Override Study Committee. The 2014 committee found no “identifiable waste or ‘fat’” in 

each of the budgets they examined.2  

 

It is the opinion of the 2017 Override Study Committee that no significant changes have 

occurred in the budget management strategies of the Town or Schools since the 2014 committee 

conducted its examination, and that no significant programmatic expansion has taken place. 

Therefore, none of the factors that led to the 2014 conclusion have changed, and the 2017 

committee did not belabor discussion of this point. 

 

FY19 Budget and Beyond 

 

The balance of this report summarizes the information the Override Study Committee collected 

and provides:  

● Detailed information about the identified structural gap in the School budget and needs in 

the municipal budget; 

● A proposal for how to fund the most pressing needs the OSC was presented with and for 

how to structure the ask; 

● Suggested steps that could be utilized to minimize the size of future deficits and delay the 

need to ask the voters to override Proposition 2 ½ in the future. 

                                                
2 P. 8 of 2008 OSC Report 
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Additional detailed information can be found in the appendices at the end of this report, or in the 

supporting documents the report references. 
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Town and Schools Budgets 

 

State of Play 

 

As of the delivery of this report, the preliminary School Department budget anticipates a 

$6,233,430 increase over the Brookline Public Schools FY18 budget. The largest component of 

the request ($3.5 million) is attributable to the cost of paying existing staff the collectively 

bargained 2% compensation increase and 3% steps and lane (seniority) advancement. The 

second largest component of the year-over-year requested increase ($1.25 million) is due to the 

cost of hiring additional staff to meet enrollment growth: maintain class sizes and appropriate 

ratios for nursing, English Learner instruction, guidance, and administration. An additional 

$356,386 shortfall is attributable to increasing service costs: rising in-district transportation costs 

for students with and without disabilities, and the increased cost of providing Section 504 

services. Finally, the Schools’ FY19 budget requests $1.1 million to pay for “Critical New 

Investments” in district-wide equity programing, increased supplies and materials purchasing, 

and bus transportation for Brookline High School. A portion of the year-over-year increased 

budget request will be offset by a normal increase in the base appropriation and revenues 

available to the School Department. As a result of this fact, the delta between the schools’ budget 

request and the financial resources available to the schools is $3.75 million. 

 

Table 1. Breakdown of School Department FY19 Budget Proposal 

Budget Category Requested Budget Increase 

Personnel $3,506,891 

Enrollment Growth $1,256,121 

Service Cost Increases $356,386 

Critical New Investment $1,114,032 

Total $6,233,430 

 

 

The total FY19 budget request by the schools is an increase of $6,233,430. After Town School 

Partnership Revenues are accounted for, the gap between the schools’ request and FY19 funding 

already in place shrinks to $3,759,638. 
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Table 2. Summary of School Revenues 

 

 

A draft municipal budget was not available to the OSC for its review prior to the committee’s 

reporting deadline. However, the committee was told that the Town currently possesses the 

revenues and tools necessary to enable it to deliver a balanced budget. In fact, late in the OSC 

process the committee learned that a more favorable than expected state aid proposal was 

included in the Governor’s budget proposal and a smaller than anticipated increase in health 

insurance costs could place the Town in an even more favorable position. The higher than 

expected revenues and lower than expected expenses would allow the Town to shift $500,000 in 

budget capacity to the School Department, beyond what is called for in the Town School 

Partnership, to help the schools mitigate the size of its identified structural deficit.  

 

In summary, the School Department has identified a FY19 deficit of $3,770,638 and the Town is 

able to deliver a balanced budget. 

 

No-Override Scenario 

 

Should an override not be placed on the ballot, or if a question(s) were to fail to pass, the town 

and schools will need to use existing resources, non-tax revenues, or efficiencies to balance their 

budgets. The OSC spoke with the schools on several occasions about where cuts might be made 

and where new revenue could be collected. The schools, however, have not passed a final budget 

as of the date of this report, and the plans described here are subject to change through the 

schools’ budget process. With that said, the following is an important perspective on the impact a 

no-override budget would have on the operations of the schools. 

 

Impact on the Town 

 

The Town is able to deliver a balanced budget without an override and, therefore, a no-override 

result would not automatically require action. Additionally, there are no plans to shift municipal 

financial resources to the School Department (beyond the $500,000 transfer already proposed 

through the Town School Partnership process) in the event an override is not passed; the OSC 

would not support cuts to the municipal budget should an operating override fail. Therefore, no 

Town side service reductions would result from non-passage of an override question(s). 
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Impact on the Schools 

 

The Schools are unable to continue providing the current level of service without additional 

revenue. As of the drafting of the OSC’s report, the Schools’ identified structural deficit in FY19 

is $371,415 (contractually agreed to 2% salary and 3% steps and lanes increase). When the 

School Department’s FY19 enrollment and service cost increases related expansion, requests are 

added to the structural deficit the unfunded gap increases to $2.15 million. Finally, when the 

Schools’ so-called “Critical New Investment” requests are considered the identified FY19 gap 

increases to $3.75 million. The draft no-override budget the School Department provided to the 

OSC assumes reductions would be necessary to close the complete $3.75 million gap. No 

breakdown of the steps that would be taken to close a smaller gap was provided.   

 

As of the delivery of this report, the School Department has identified cuts of $3.62 million out 

of the necessary $3.75 million that would be necessary to close the full gap between existing 

FY19 resources and their full request. The additional reductions necessary to close the full $3.75 

million gap will require programmatic changes and FTE reductions beyond those already 

identified. The raising of additional revenue is not being contemplated by the School Department 

to fill any portion of the identified shortfall. The following chart provides information about the 

schools’ current no-override plan.3 

 

Table 3. Impact of School Department’s No-Override Budget  

Program Area Cost Savings Potential 

Reduction/Impact 

Reductions to School-based 

Staff 

$819,878 20.0 

Reductions to Critical New 

Investments 

$1,206,475 2.5 

Reductions to Student 

Services 

$465,777 5.6 

Reductions to School, 

Teacher, and Family 

Support 

$441,405 3.0 

Reductions to Technology $275,000 0.0 

Revised Assumptions $418,033 0.0 

 

                                                
3 For details see a memo from Superintendent Bott to the School Committee dated January 31, 2018 

(Revised on February 1, 2018). 
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Additional Considerations 

 

The 2017 Override Study Committee urges the Select Board to continue the long-standing 

practice of balancing operating override asks to the voters with non-tax revenue raising 

measures. For details see the Financial Policy Recommendations section of this report.) 

  

In December, 2017 a package of federal tax reforms – formally known as The Tax Cuts and Jobs 

Act - was passed into law and signed by the President. The new tax reform rules made various 

changes to the tax code for individual taxpayers, one change of particular note was the increase 

in the standard deduction. Beginning in tax year 2018 the standard deduction will increase to 

$12,700 for individual taxpayers and $24,000 for couples (from $6,350 and $12,700, 

respectively, in tax year 2017). The doubling of the standard deduction is widely expected to 

increase the number of taxpayers that take the standard deduction, and decrease the number of 

filers that itemize their taxes. 

  

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act also introduced a limit on the amount of state and local taxes (SALT) 

filers may deduct from their tax returns, assuming they continue to file an itemized return. 

Beginning in tax year 2018 individual taxpayers will be limited to $10,000. This figure is not 

indexed for inflation. Formerly taxpayers could deduct all their state and local property taxes 

from their federal return without limit. 

  

The impact of the doubling of the standard deduction and the capping of the deductibility of state 

and local taxes is unknown, but it is widely assumed that the two changes will decrease the 

willingness of taxpayers to increase state and local taxes. The increasing the standard deduction 

and capping the deductibility of state and local taxes institutes a literal cost that must be borne by 

taxpayers anytime taxes are increased. Some observers argue that changes to the Alternative 

Minimum Tax (AMT) mitigate the impact of the SALT cap. The Committee did not discuss this 

argument. 

  

The impact of changes to federal tax law on an operating override question in Brookline are 

unknown, and the 2017 Override Study Committee did not attempt an analysis or undertake 

prolonged discussion of the topic. The committee noted that the median single-family tax bill in 

FY17 was $11,684; above the $10,000 limit on deductibility. Practically this means the average 

single-family homeowner will no longer be able to deduct any of their state income taxes on their 

federal tax return. The committee believes this fact is worthy of consideration when 

contemplating whether to go to the voters for permission to increase the tax levy above the 

maximum 2.5% allowed by law, and when deciding what the size of any ask should be.  
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Capital Projects 

 

Three capital projects that will benefit the schools and help to address school enrollment 

increases are at varying stages of approval and construction. The voters’ approval of debt 

exclusions has, or will, be necessary to cover varying portions of these projects costs. The three 

projects: 1) renovation and expansion of the existing Devotion School; 2) renovation and 

expansion of Brookline High School; and 3) the construction of an elementary school solution; 

will increase property tax bills in the next several years and needs to be acknowledged when 

considering an operating override. 

 

Devotion School 

 

In May, 2015 the voters of Brookline approved a temporary tax increase to pay for the debt and 

debt service necessary to undertake the renovation and expansion of the Devotion School. 

Following approval of the Devotion debt exclusion question, the voters are responsible for 

funding approximately $49.88 million of debt and the accompanying debt service. The cost of 

the previously approved Devotion School project will become visible in property tax bills 

beginning in FY19, and at the time of its approval it was estimated it would cause a 1.9% 

property tax increase. 

 

There are expected to be minimal immediate operating budget impacts from the opening of the 

new Devotion School in fall 2018. A minimal increase in the funds necessary for repair and 

maintenance of the facility is expected immediately, mostly to address increased building system 

complexity and testing requirements, but given the “newness” of the building, no major repair 

work is anticipated. There is also expected to be an operating budget reduction following the 

school’s opening due to the elimination of a 1.0 FTE administrator that will no longer be 

required with the consolidation of the current two site Devotion back to one. 

 

Brookline High School 

 

Long term enrollment growth trends are expected to fully impact the high school during the next 

few years. Prior to its full impact being felt, the high school footprint will need to be expanded to 

provide the space necessary to educate the anticipated larger class sizes. As of the delivery of 

this report, a final project cost had not been determined. The current plan is for $35 million of the 

high school’s renovation and expansion cost to be absorbed by the Town’s existing capital 

budget and for the balance to be financed through a property tax increase.  

 

While a final building design was not available for the Override Study Committee to consider 

prior to the delivery of the its report, a portion of the operating budget implications of an 

expanded, and partially renovated, high school were made clear to the committee. 
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Due to the lack of finality about building design, the committee was unable to determine the 

marginal increase in utility and building operations costs that will result from a larger high 

school footprint. Assumptions have been made about increased energy costs and about the need 

for additional building maintenance, and these assumptions form the partial basis for the request 

for an increase in the building services appropriation carried in the school’s budget.  

 

The Override Study Committee was able to have a detailed conversation about increased 

personnel expenses connected to the expanded high school. The need for additional high school 

staff is solely a function of increased enrollment and not due to building design. The personnel 

expenses will come in two waves - pre- and post-opening of the new building. With that 

important caveat, when fully brought online the expanded high school will require an additional 

12.60 FTEs. These additional FTEs are expected to add $1.04 million to the operating budget 

(this figure includes both salaries and benefits).  

 

The full $1.04 million increase in personnel costs has not been included in the operating override 

recommendation of the 2017 Override Study Committee. The expanded high school is not 

expected to become fully operational until after the three-year time period covered by the 

recommended override. The 2017 Committee recommendation contains funding for 4.00 FTEs - 

$264,000 dollars in salary and benefit expenses - that the School Department has identified as 

needed immediately to deal with increased enrollment. (Please see the Enrollment chapter for the 

details.) 

 

Table 4. Pre-Expanded BHS Opening Positions: 

Title FTE Salary Total 

Vice Principal/Dean 1 $103,442 $103,442 

Secretary 1 $60,466 $60,466 

Custodial 2 $50,000 $100,000 

 

The funding for the remaining 8.6 FTEs - $784,298 in salary and benefits - that are projected to 

be necessary to operate an expanded high school has not been identified. It is the Override Study 

Committee’s assumption that the expense associated with additional staff will be funded either 

through the School Department’s existing appropriation at the time hiring takes place or through 

a future operating override. 

 

Elementary School Solution 

 

Enrollment growth has put pressure on the footprint of Brookline’s eight existing elementary 

schools. Starting in 2008 Brookline began considering strategies to relieve space pressure. 

Initially an “expand in place” strategy was pursued in which classrooms were added to existing 
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schools through the division of classrooms; conversion of offices, locker rooms, and hallways 

into classrooms; renting of private buildings; and building of new classrooms or adding of 

modular classes. In 2015, the expand in place approach was stopped and the decision was made 

to pursue the construction of a ninth elementary school. In late 2017, after two years of 

discussion of a standalone building, the concept of expand in place was reintroduced. As of the 

writing of this report, no decision has been made about the form an elementary school solution 

will take or where expansion will take place. Refinement of the options available to the 

community is expected in spring 2019. The expectation is that the voters will be asked at a future 

date to agree to accept higher property taxes as a means of financing the capital expense of the 

operating cost of the elementary school solution, regardless of the details or form it takes.  
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Tax Impact 

 

The three capital projects discussed in this section will each have varying impacts on Brookline 

taxpayers’ property tax bills regardless of the outcome of a vote on an operating override. Below 

are snapshots of the impacts of the Devotion and BHS expansion projects on various types of 

taxpayers. The potential tax impact of an elementary school solution is not shown here. Because 

it unclear whether an expand in place or a new school approach will be pursued it is impossible 

to provide an informed assumption about project cost; any number provided would be 

speculative. Note that an assumption has been made about the BHS expansion project’s cost; the 

assumption is based on the most recent available information. All tables use the median tax bill. 

 

Impact of Devotion Project 

 

(Assumes 5 percent interest rate, and $49.6M debt exclusion with borrowing beginning in FY19) 
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Impact of BHS Project 

 

(Assumes 5 percent interest rate, $16M to Acquire 111 Cypress Street, and $165M debt exclusion with 

borrowing for 111 Cypress Street beginning in FY19 and the high school project in FY20) 
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Long-Term Structural Gap 

 

Since the implementation of Proposition 2 ½ in 1981 the Town and School budgets have 

experienced continuous pressure. The cause of the pressure is that expenses have, on average, 

increased faster than property tax collections over the long-term. 

 

The rapid increase in the school populations is the most recent specific cause of pressure. The 

budget pressure caused by the enrollment increase is serious and it has exacerbated the situation, 

but is a symptom of a larger systemic problem. Previous cost pressures have included the need to 

undertake deferred maintenance (the 1994 and, a portion of, the 2008 overrides), and to 

implement best practices, and expand and improve services (a portion of the 2008 and the entire 

2012 override). 

 

Brookline has been able to bear the increased cost of providing government services in spite of 

the small year-over-year property tax increase allowable under Proposition 2 ½ through a 

combination of good fortune, targeted growth of the commercial tax base, strategic increases in 

non-tax revenues, and by going to the voters with three operating overrides requests since 1995. 

The fact that Brookline has been able to manage to this point does not alter the fact that there is a 

long-term structural deficit. 

 

The OSC did not dedicate time to a discussion of the long-term mismatch between expenses and 

property tax revenue beyond acknowledging its existence. The committee urges the elected 

leadership of the town to study additional long-term strategies to reduce or eliminate this 

structural deficit.  
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Requests for Funding 

 

The Town and Schools have requested funding through the override to meet current demand and 

to enable strategic investments. The Schools’ have concluded that they cannot continue to 

effectively meet the educational demands of its students without additional fund, hence the 

request for additional funds through an override. The Town is requesting additional revenue to 

enable strategic investment and program growth that has been delayed by the necessary shifting 

of resources to the School Department while school enrollment has grown. The Town’s 

contribution of financial resources to the schools, beyond what is required by the Town School 

Partnership formula, has delayed and reduced requests for property tax increases via operating 

overrides.  

 

School Requests 

 

The schools request for additional funding falls into three budgets categories - personnel, 

enrollment growth and service cost increases, new investments. The Override Study Committee 

conducted hearings, collected information, and considered each of the line item in the schools 

ask and recommends the following items be funded4. 

 

Base Question 

 

                                                
4 The Brookline Public Schools added two items to their request late in the Override Study Committee 

process. The OSC did not have time to evaluate the two items in question - Anti-Defamation League 
Middle School, and NEASC-BHS - and, therefore, takes no position on the funding of these items. 
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Top Question 

 
 

Total Impact 

 
 

Town Requests 

 

The Town did not receive any new resources in the 2015 override, and much of the new revenue 

it has received beyond what has been required to continue to operate existing government 

services has been transferred to the school to help the schools handle the increased costs 

associated with enrollment growth. This means that strategic new investments and programmatic 

expansions in the municipal budget have been limited during in the last decade. Against this 

context several municipal needs were brought to the OSC’s attention for potential inclusion in a 

forthcoming operating override. The Override Study Committee conducted hearings, collected 

information, and considered each of the requests for funding that were brought to it and 

recommends the following items be funded. 

 

Base Question 
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Top Question 

 
 

Total Impact 
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Financial Policy Recommendations 

 

A property tax override would address the projected budget shortfalls in FY19, FY20, and FY21. 

Unfortunately, shortfalls are projected in the municipal and school budgets beyond FY21 that 

will require further action. The following table shows the current projections through FY23. 

 

Table 7. Projected Revenue and Expenses Through FY23 

 
 

The projections included in the chart make clear that action is required to address structural 

budget issues - predominantly overall personnel costs, escalating health insurance for current 

employees, pensions for retirees, and other post-employment benefits (OPEBs) - beyond the 

short-term “fix” of increasing property taxes. In order to address the projected deficits in the out 

years, the OSC strongly believes that in addition to an override, the Select Board and School 

Committee should immediately take steps to effect short- and long-term savings and generate 

new revenues.  

 

Opportunities for Savings 

 

The OSC is not in a position to provide a complete list of recommended efficiencies and cost 

savings in service delivery. However, the OSC has reviewed enough information to observe 

several areas where attention should be focused.  

 

Reduce Health Insurance Premium Split Public Employees 

 

A major driver of both the town and school budgets is personnel benefits, especially health 

insurance. In 2009, the town and schools’ collectively bargained with their unions to enter the 

state’s Group Insurance Commission (GIC) as a means of achieving cost savings and reducing 

the administrative express. The transition has been advantages to both the taxpayers and 

employees: the cost of health insurance benefits has grown more slowly than it would have had 

the Brookline not joined the GIC, and employees continue to have access to quality health 

insurance. There remains an area where significant health insurance costs savings could be 

achieved. The Town and Schools’ contribute 83 percent toward the cost for health 



 40 

benefits, while employees pay 17 percent. This “premium split” does not compare favorably to 

peer communities where the split is closer to 75 percent/25 percent. For each 1 percent 

employees increase their premium contribution the Town and Schools will save $700,000 in 

benefit costs. A change in the premium split would need to be negotiated through the Public 

Employee Council at which all Town and Schools unions are represented, along with retired 

employees. The byzantine process of negotiating and getting approval from this group makes it 

unlikely a shift in premium splits will occur in the near-term. Acknowledging this fact, the OSC 

strongly urges that the premium split be brought closer to alignment with peer communities. 

 

Implementing Administrative Review on a Limited Number of Preservation Matters -  

 

The Preservation Commission has experienced an increase in workload during recent years due 

to the implementation of new local historic districts, new Neighborhood Conservation Districts 

(NCDs), and an increase in the number of demolition applications. The additional workload has 

stressed the existing resources of the Preservation Division, which supports the Preservation 

Commission, and there is currently a backlog of work that needs to be completed. 

 

The Planning Board, supported by the general Planning Department, similarly possessed a large 

volume of work for many years until 2017 when approval was obtained from Town Meeting 

which allows Planning Staff to conduct administrative review and determinations on routine 

matters. Early indications are that this change has provided a measure of relief. The Preservation 

Commission should explore implementation of a similar administrative review and determination 

process with the goal of achieving the same favorable result. Implementation of this change 

would require approval of Town Meeting.  

 

Review of Fees Charged for Permit Parking Programs 

 

The Transportation Division of the Public Works Department operates the following on-street 

parking permit parking programs: Commercial On-street and Resident Daytime. The fees 

required to participate in these programs are limited to the cost of administering the programs per 

Emerson v. City of Boston and, therefore, the Town cannot “profit” from the programs. The fees 

charged to participate in these programs should be evaluated to ensure 100% cost recovery is 

being achieved. 

 

Parking Benefit Districts  

 

The Municipal Modernization Act that was signed in late 2016 allows Massachusetts 

communities to create what are known as Parking Benefit Districts. A Parking Benefit District is 

a geographically defined area in which parking revenues are reinvested back into the district for 

transportation-related improvements. Funds may be used to purchase parking meters, improve 
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pedestrian and bike infrastructure, or to improve the public realm with street trees, benches, and 

lighting. The Town should investigate the implementation of Parking Benefit Districts to see if 

districts can be created where an appropriate premium on meter rates can be collected and used 

to fund improvements guided by residents and businesses in the area. Implementation of Parking 

Benefit Districts could eventually reduce pressure on the General Fund. 

 

Circuit Breaker Funding 

 

Students with Disabilities (SWD) students account for approximately 10% of the student 

population and 25% of the operating cost.  State support for SWD – “circuit breaker” funding - is 

well below the actual costs.  The state law mandating SWD programs sets the state 

reimbursement level at 75%, but the actual amount appropriated by the legislature is almost 

always lower, and has dropped to 70% from 72% in FY17 and to 65% in FY18.   

 

Lobbying the governor and Legislature for statutory support of SWD at 75% should continue to 

be a top priority for Brookline’s elected leaders and senior administrators.  We recommend that 

the School Committee and Select Board work together with the four members of the 

Massachusetts House of Representative and with our State Senator to increase SWD funding to 

the statutory level.   

 

Every school district in the state feels the impact of underfunding by the legislature.  It would be 

best to work together with other communities and through the Mass. Municipal Association to 

help make the case for more adequate support.      

 

New Revenue Opportunities 

 

During its review of municipal and school expenditures the OSC considered the revenue side of 

the ledger and came to the conclusion several opportunities exist to raise revenue. Any new 

revenue raised should be used to minimize service reductions and requests to the voters for 

property tax increases. 

 

The Select Board will need to consider whether raising fees to residents while considering an 

override is advisable, and whether the fee increases recommended here are equitable and fair. 

 

Increase Parking Meter Rates 

 

The parking meter rates should be increased from $1.25 to $1.50 per hour for all 2 and 3-hour 

meters, from $1.25 to $1.50 for the first three hours of parking in the Center Street East and 

Fuller Street Lots, and from $0.75 to $1.00 for all 13-hour meters (expect those on Brookline 

Avenue, Chapel Street, and at the Longwood MBTA Station). These rate increases would yield 

approximately $700,000 of new revenue. The Select Board should raise increase parking meter 

rates in these location in FY20, and reduce the size of an override, in recognition that during the 
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second half of FY18 rates were in effect raised by beginning to pass along the service fees 

associated with paying for parking with a credit card. 

 

Overnight Parking Rate 

 

The Transportation Division of the Public Works Department operates the following off-street 

permit parking programs in town-owned parking lots: Commercial Daytime and Resident 

Overnight. The fees required to participate in these programs are outlined in a lease agreement 

and are subject to the approval of the Select Board and the Transportation Board. The Division 

should review the rates charged to ensure they reflect current market conditions and maximize 

revenue collection by the Town. Following completion of the study, the rates should be increased 

in FY20, and reduce the size of the recommended override accordingly. The delay in the rate 

increase is proposed in recognition of credit card payers assuming responsibility for credit card 

fees in January 2018. 

 

Rental of School Facilities 

 

The School Department has budgeted for gross revenue of $225,000 for the rental of facilities 

controlled by the schools without change for several years. The OSC’s preliminary investigations 

indicate that the Brookline Public Schools rental rates are not comparable with those charged by 

surrounding districts. The School Department should initiate a review of its rental rates to ensure 

rental rate are compatible with surrounding communities. The Override Study Committee does 

not possess enough information to assign a revenue target to this item. 

 

Cemetery Rates 

 

The 2014 Override Study Committee identified potential revenue of $16,000 and $31,000 that 

could be raised by increasing cemetery rates. The Cemetery Trustees and the Board should 

continue to pursue these revenue raising measures. 

 

Recreational Marijuana Taxation 

 

In fall 2017 the State Legislature amended the voter approved law that legalized recreational 

marijuana. Among the changes the Legislature made was in increase the maximum local-option 

sales tax a community could implement on recreational marijuana sold in its borders and to allow 

municipalities to collect up to an additional 3 percent of sales through user agreements with 

retailers. No dispensaries have opened in Brookline as of the delivery of this report, but there has 

been interest from several potential retailers. Based on the draft recreational marijuana zoning 

and licensing bylaws that were made available to the committee for its review, and the actions of 

the state legislature, the OSC believes Brookline can expect to collect $750,000 of revenue from 
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marijuana dispensaries operating in Town by FY21. The OSC recommends that a Warrant 

Article be submitted to the May 2018 Town Meeting effecting this local option tax.  

 

Taxation of Short Term Housing Rentals 

  

Several pieces of legislation are currently pending before the state Legislature that would enable 

the collection of lodging taxes from short term home rentals arrangements like those facilitated 

by Airbnb and HomeAway, amongst others. Currently Massachusetts state government, and 

cities and towns, are not legally permitted to collect lodging tax from these types of 

arrangements. 

  

The cumulative tax on lodging rented in Brookline is 11.7 percent. The lodging tax consists of 

two components - a 5.7 percent state lodging tax and a 6 percent local lodging tax. The state tax 

is remitted to the state for its use to fund the operations of state government, while the local 

Brookline tax is remitted directly to the Town’s general fund. Both the local and state taxes are 

currently collected from any individual who occupies a qualifying lodging arrangement for 90 

days or less. The pending legislation would expand the definition of qualifying lodging 

arrangement to include AirBnB and HomeAway type rentals. 

  

Information about short term home rentals is limited. However, it is generally accepted that that 

nearly all rentals arranged through short-term home rental platforms are for less than 90 days. 

The number of housing arrangements available for rent, these arrangements’ average cost, and 

their rate of occupancy is unknown; Therefore, the amount of revenue the town would collect if 

taxing authority was granted cannot be estimated. Unlike traditional short-term rental 

arrangements (like hotel rooms), the number of short term housing units available for rent can 

fluctuate dramatically each night - units can be listed and delisted based on the circumstances 

and schedules of their primary occupant. For example, a primary occupant may advertise a 

housing unit for rent only when it would otherwise be unoccupied (perhaps the primary occupant 

is out of town for a weekend or on winter break from school). It is important to understand that 

there are also units that are consistently advertised for rent. In summary, the total population of 

units available for rent on short term home rental platforms is unknown, as is the breakdown 

between the two subpopulations discussed above.  

  

While “official” numbers are not known it is possible to collect anecdotal information about the 

availability of short term rentals. On the night of Monday, January 29, 2018 there were 94 rentals 

listed as available for rent in Brookline on Airbnb, perhaps the best known of these rental 

platforms. The rentals were not concentrated in any single neighborhood or part of town.  

  

The Override Study Committee urges the Select Board to investigate the implications of taxing 

short term home rentals and, if the collection of lodging tax from these arrangements is 
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determined to be advantages, to contact the Town’s Legislative delegation to urge passage of the 

pending Legislation.  

 

 

  



 45 

Impact of Property Tax Override 

 

An important question when deciding whether property taxes should be increased is to assess 

taxpayers’ capacity to pay, or ability to absorb a higher property tax bill. There is no simple 

single answer to this question, it depends on how you slice the data. Ultimately, the OSC 

concluded capacity to pay is a subjective question as embedded in the capacity to pay question is 

an assumption of the value of current and or improved services.  

 

A more complete analysis of the capacity to pay question can be found in the appendixes to this 

report. 

 

Housing Costs 

 

The amount of household income dedicated to housing costs must be the first topic considered in 

assessing capacity to pay. It is commonly accepted that owners and renters who devote more 

than 30% of their incomes to housing cost are financially stressed” and have few resources to 

spend on goods and services beyond housing. The 2014 committee concluded that approximately 

30% of owner occupied households and 50% of rental household are already burdened. 

Presumably these households would find it difficult to bear additional taxes. In order to put these 

numbers in context the committee compared the rate of “financially stressed” household in 

Brookline to those across Massachusetts. Although households in Brookline are stressed, a 

slightly higher percentage of household across Massachusetts are burdened by housing costs.  

 

The committee concludes that while noteworthy, the number of financially stressed households 

in Brookline is not unique. 
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Comparative Analysis of Taxes and Income 

 

Comparing the cost of tax borne by residential taxpayers and Brookline and comparable 

communities (so-called peer communities) is another measure of the reasonableness of a 
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property tax increase. The 2014 committee completed this analysis and the 2017 OSC has 

updated it with more recent information, and to include the peer communities against which the 

School Department now measures itself. 
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People will draw different conclusions based on the numbers in this chart. Some will conclude 

that Brookline, as a community, possesses the capacity to pay based on the belief that capacity to 

pay increases as income does. Others will argue that capacity to pay depends on recent changes 

in income and not on level of income, and, therefore, argue that the Brookline community has 

little capacity to pay. 

 

Comparable Analysis of Property Values 

 

Income is not the only measure of capacity to pay; wealth must be considered as well. A good 

measure of wealth that the committee had access to was property values in Brookline, and peer 
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communities. Beyond the value of real estate, no good publicly available measures of wealth 

exist.  

 

 
 

The committee’s conclusion in reviewing this data is that the value of property in Brookline has 

grown faster than increases in the tax levy. As a result, Brookline is a now a low tax town when 

total tax bill is viewed in the context of residential value. This statement is true absolutely and 

when measured against peer communities. Owners may be reluctant to tap their equity, even if it 

were easy to do so, either because they want to hold onto the gains or because the gains are only 
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on paper until or unless the property is sold. Values could go down as well as up, most 

particularly in light of recent changes in Federal tax law. The fact remains that when property 

values are considered, there is untapped capacity to pay higher property taxes, at least on paper. 

 

Population Diversity 

 

The numbers show that household income in Brookline did not keep pace with inflation between 

2010 and 2016. In fact, there was a substantial fall in real terms. This indicates that some people 

in Brookline are hurting, clearly. The question is are more hurting today than were hurting in 

2010, and are more hurting in Brookline than in peer communities? The answers to these 

questions will help to assess whether residents are fleeing Brookline because of taxes at a higher 

rate than in peer communities. 

 

There are no clear answers to these questions. The data makes clear that sampling bias and 

margin of error explanations do not explain the drop in income. The data actually points to the 

fact that income growth in Brookline has not kept up with income growth in peer communities in 

the recent past. 

 

It would be inaccurate to interpreted the data to mean that people who have lived here 

continuously over time, and who have continued to be employed full-time, have suffered a loss 

of real income. (There is no data on this topic.) The likely cause is that because of deaths, 

retirements, and migration higher income households have been replaced by lower-income 

households.  

 

Table 5: Brookline Population by Age, 2010 and 2016 

 
 

The chart shows a substantial decline in Brookline’s population under 5 years of age. Also 

evident is growth in the school-age population, ages 5 to 19, and a slight increase in the young 

adult group of 20 to 24. A marked decrease in the prime working-age population of persons aged 

25 to 64 is clear, as is a very large increase in Brookline over 65 population. In summary, 
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Brookline has seen a barbell increase – an increase in its student and elderly populations and a 

decline in working aged individuals. This could explain the decline in household income. 

 

Is Brookline unique in experiencing this demographic change, or are peer communities also 

experiencing the same population shifts? Annual population estimates for all of Brookline’s peer 

communities are not available, but numbers for Massachusetts as a while and for large cities and 

town proximate to Brookline are available. 

 
Figure 6. Massachusetts Population Growth by Age Category, 2010-2016 

 

 

Figure 7. Newton Population Growth by Age Category, 2010-2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Cambridge Population Growth by Age Category, 2010-2016 
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Figure 9. Boston Population Growth by Age Category, 2010-2016 

 

 

In brief, Newton’s data shows a similar pattern to what Brookline is experiencing, while 

Cambridge is seeing growth both in elderly and working-age populations, and Boston is just 

seeing an increase in its working-age population. 

 

Could the decline in household income be the result, in whole or part, of an increase in the 

number of renters relative to homeowners? It may in part. The number of households in 

Brookline barely increased between 2010 and 2016, but the change in renters vs. owners was 

markedly different in younger households than in older ones.  The number of owners under age 

65 fell by 13% and the number of renters rose by 6%.  Among households aged 65 and over, the 

number of owners rose by 40% while the number of renters fell by 6%.  It presumably requires a 

bit less income to enter the town as a renter than as a buyer, most particularly in light of the 

tightening of mortgage standards following the financial crisis of 2008.  It does appear that 

elderly owners managed to stay in their homes while a number of elderly renters left. 

 

Impact on Brookline Taxpayers 

 

Below are snapshots of the impact of several potential override scenarios and the impact on 

Brookline tax payers. 
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Base Override, No BHS Expansion 

 

(Assumes 5% Interest on Devotion Borrowing, Devotion Debt Exclusion of $49.6M) 

 
 

Base Override, BHS Expansion 

 

(Assumes 5% Interest on Borrowing, Devotion Debt Exclusion of $49.6M, 111 Cypress Street Borrowing 

of $16M, and BHS Debt Exclusion of $165M) 
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Top Question, No BHS Expansion 

 

(Assumes 5% Interest on Devotion Borrowing, Devotion Debt Exclusion of $49.6M) 

 
 

Top Question, BHS Expansion 

 

(Assumes 5% Interest on Borrowing, Devotion Debt Exclusion of $49.6M, 111 Cypress Street Borrowing 

of $16M, and BHS Debt Exclusion of $165M) 
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